Three cases of fatal pulmonary embolism in obstetrics.
We conducted a retrospective analysis of maternal deaths in our hospital from January 1992 to December 1995. Cases of fatal pulmonary embolism were identified and analysed with respect to their past history, antenatal and peripartum progress, clinical presentation and investigation. There were 7 maternal deaths during this period and autopsies were performed in all cases. Pulmonary embolism was the leading cause of maternal mortality, responsible for 3 deaths. The incidence of fatal pulmonary embolism was 4.9 per 100,000 maternities. One case occurred antepartum and 2 occurred postpartum. The antepartum case occurred after a period of immobilisation, and both postpartum cases occurred after emergency Caesarean sections. Dyspnoea and sudden cardiovascular collapse were the commonest presentations. Electrocardiograph and arterial blood gases were abnormal in both patients in whom the tests were performed. Death occurred within 11 hours of presentation of symptoms in all 3 cases. Pulmonary embolism was more common among our population than previously reported, and was the leading cause of maternal mortality in our institution over the last 4 years. Immobilisation and Caesarean section were the major risk factors. Identification of high risk situation, antithrombotic prophylaxis and a high degree of suspicion were the key to reducing the incidence of fatal pulmonary embolism in obstetric patients.